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Natural Areas of Cook County
    Gensburg–Markham Prairie Nature Preserve
“With more butterflies and plant diversity than nearly any other prairie in the state, this area is 
rightfully considered a ‘biological ark’ for the future.” 
                                                                                                                                                 Jennifer Tang , Chicago Wilderness Magazine
      A more unlikely spot for a high-quality prairie, at the apex of a triangle created by I-57, I-80, and I-294, cannot be 
imagined. Yet this 100+-acre classical restoration is certainly one of the finest examples of prairie remaining in Illinois. 
Discovered in the 1960s by Dr. Robert Betz as a degraded remnant, his tireless work over the decades resulted in 
the prairie being designated as a National Natural Landmark in 1988. Owned and managed by Northeastern Illinois 
University, the Natural Land Institute, and The Nature Conservancy, the site is well deserving of its status. Part of the 
Indian Boundary Prairies of southern Cook County, Gensburg-Markham is remarkable for its showy displays of prairie 
flowers, for its diversity of prairie types (wet-dry prairies, moist sand prairie, and even sedge meadow communities), and 
for its cadre of rare species: grape fern, sundrop, narrow-leaved sundew, colic root, six species of gentian, and grass pink 
and prairie white-fringed orchids. Through the work of entomologist Dr. Ron Panzer, and a host of volunteers, many rare 
insects, birds, and mammals also have been found to call this prairie home. These include regal and Aphrodite fritillary 
butterflies, several species of Papaipema moths, Franklin’s ground squirrel, and gray fox. Bobolink, Swamp Sparrow, and 
Henslow’s Sparrow also nest here. A mowed path leads visitors through this remarkable landscape, and the proximity of 
I-294 soon fades from the consciousness as the prairie unfolds before the receptive visitor. Spring is a riot of pink and 
white hues with large expanses of prairie shooting star and prairie phlox. Summer is the time for nodding wild onion, 
colic root, blazing star, wood lily, and the emergence of the dominant grasses—big bluestem, Indian grass, and prairie 
dropseed. Fall is colored by the blue and white of gentians: prairie, closed, stiff, fringed, soapwort, and cream. Add 
to all the florist-store diversity the quiet, yet frenetic activities of prairie butterflies and you have a prairie experience 
unequalled anywhere in Illinois, and likely in the entire Midwest.  
From I-57, take 159th St east to Whipple (just  
before the McDonald’s). Go left on Whipple to prairie.
All photos by INHS staff except Henslow’s Sparrow by Jay    
              Zimmermon 
                                      GPS: N 41.6045°, W -87.691°  
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